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PESTRACT ) |

A model fcr designirg a writing program evaluation is
tased on the assumptions that the entire writing course or prcgram is
evaluated, nct just student writing: that the evaluation is summative
rather than fcrmative: and that the rcle of the evaluatcr is clearly
defined. The frocedure for irmrlementing the evaluation chould include
the following steps: (1) rilot-testing the evaluation instrument; (2)
evaluating student writing using hclistic scoring or descriptive
measures; (3) evaluating student attitudes using standard writing
apprehensicn tests, questionnaires, interviews, or
participant-cbserver studies: (4) evaluating teacher attitudes using
questicnnaires 'or interviews supplemented by student evaluaticns and
administrative observaticns; (5) evaluating administrator attitudes
using .interviews: (6) analyzing the transferability of the ccurse
(the ability cf the ccurse to ke taught successfully by many
different teachers): (7) considering demographic information such as
pass and retenrticn rates: and (B8} implementing a longitudinal study
cf the effects of instruction. (AFR) ' ‘
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In beginning to plan an evaluation,- you must answer three

important gquestions. - : , »

1. What do ypu want to evaluate? One common answer is
student = writings. Various kindé of measures for evaluating
writiﬁgs are available, and I'll discuss_éome‘of'them later. But *
another possible answer (and\a better one) /ié the entire course
(or program) in which students producedl/Qhose writings. An .
évaluatioq‘ of a courseéﬁor a program wéuld certainly 1include
evaluation of writings, butrwou!d go‘faf‘beyond it.'

It's important to remember that a program that produces
successful writing can't necéssarily be called successful'itself.

Fdr éxampfe.‘ a‘cigrse thag g}eatly improves student writing but VY
at the same time causes very high drop-out rates could hardly bé
called 'successful, | Or what abOUt‘ 3 course that 1is highly
teachér—dependent?' A course that can be tauéht by only one

teacher, or by nly one certain kind of téaéher, qOesn't seem

successful as a model course. I would encourage you, then, to

-~
. ¥
. . . !
» . [

N
a consider going beyond _sim(ile evaluation of student writings; much
Q \
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ore can be-lé\rned if you evaluate an entire course. The rest
f my discussion wiif focus chiefly on this kind"of program

N

evaluation. . . , .

’ i ' ) ' N
2 Hm; and for nf?nxé you gvaluatipg it? If - you are &
interested in finding out more about how an existing program is
working, in order .to improve it, then .you are engagtng'in whdt is.
calledofggméglxg eva1uation. You“yoursélf are the auaience'for
such an evaluation. ' ~ |
\ , ) | | | ’
On ‘the other hgnd. you may be interested in an evaluation for
otheré (like administrétors, or a funding agené}, or a local or
rég;onal education agency).. < This kind of eyqluatipn (called
sumpative evéluation) usually is used to provide 1nfbrma¥10q_on
‘which a decision about whether 6f not to contlnué a program.
(often a ne@ or jinnovative one) éan be based. - For such_aﬁ : /
évaluafion, it will not Be enough just to describg_tﬁe program; L -/
it should be gompared tb bther_ eiiSting programs. It Qiil very
1ikely be necessary to setlup a comparisoh-group deﬁign forvthié'
kind of eva;uat}on,"usingoéxperimental and control Qroups, and
pre- énd'p§§q¥té§f measures. Such an évaluation_is éomplex and
expensive, but can pfovide a gréat deal” of 1;formation about how
successful a program 18;‘_ In the rest of my discussion,.'I'll
;ﬁa;iésSume thét”:fou'ife a brogram 'deveLOper-Qné is planning such a
! * 2 . . s

% . lsummative evaluation of a writingscourse. = e

T -
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’ PAGE 3
3. ¥he ¥ill be evaluating it? You yogrself‘ (as a program
"developer) are likgly to have.the deepest understanding of\the
1;sues. involved, but it- might . be difficult for you tb\ be
completely objective about the results (and it will der;ainl& be
difficult for dthe;s tq believe that you can be objective).
Hayingloutsiders do the evaluation' will assure more objectivity,

bit-»will also raise the possibility of an inappropriate

evaluation (as I will discuss sportly). -
) E '

Once Yyou hgve answered these questions, you are reédy to begin.

blahhing for thef,evaluation itself. Some words about the
'philo§0phy of such evaruagson are 1in order here. Evaluatjon of

educational prbograms is never the clear-cut scientif%c gv;iuét!‘n
poftrayed-ip stati#}ii7 téxts. The variables are éimplyIQOO;many
~and too cpmpl?x- and ‘too uncontrollaglé. The performance of
studénté ih é course 1is proﬂébly affectgd as much by politics, or
Séqrtb sche&ules, Qr_the weather, or events in théf& (or their
teachers') families, as it is by instruction, It is_peftaihiy
possible that the variables nost af%ecting the students'
performance can't even be 1dent1fied. This means that it will be
very difficult'_io .reach any. defihfte- conélpsions _about_ why
. . -

.differenx programs prodyce different results. Because scientific

vefiglggglgg of theories is so unlikely, the emphasis‘éhould be

on ‘the discovery of facts. If y&ﬁ tah get a full ané-complete

description of what actuallY'happened, it will be possible at

least to speculate about why it happened.: At the 'same time,

\
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- there will be an implicit suggestion that the reconstruction of

similar-enough conditions could produce similar results; but

S

.eduycational systems are so complex that you should not expect to

. /
attain scientific proof (which implies repeatability).

If it is decided,that a summative evaluation of a progrsm is
to be carried out by an outsider, it's importanr for yOu as a
program‘ deveioper tc protect your program, both' against an
iﬁéppropridte evaluation (that is, measuring the.wrong‘things, or
measurino the right things wrongly), and agaihst inappropriate
conclusions from the evaantion. The ménagoment model shown 1in

-

Figure 1 can provide this kind of proteption.
- : . .. )

In -this model, the program’ dé@elopors‘ and the evaluators
( .
collaborate on planning the evaluation. The evaluators collect

the dara, and analyze it (using subcontractors if necéssary).

The program personnel .collaborate 1n interpretation of the

resuylts., The evaluators then write their evaluation report and

the pro' am developers write a separate / program report
. . . * t . - <

&t

bomprehending; the ;evaluation reporfy - This-® model makes it

program is supposed to do) t6 provide input at the stages where

fif_is necessary, but-at the same time preserves-tpe objoctivity

of the data ‘cqllection and analysis. Separate reports ‘provide
both program ., dé@elopers and evaluators with an qéportunity to

present ‘their own 1nterpretations of the results.

Tt '5 s . . I © -

| g : - .
possible for program personnel (who know most about what a.
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Figure 1: A Managemenf'Model for PrOgram Evaluation
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1 “t emphasize too strongly that the first step 1n planning
\ ‘ g? N A ")I‘.‘ ‘
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: ' N, . . \ . ,
any ev91uation like this absolutely pugt be the specification of
these’details of the collaboration 1in a formal written cpntract.

The preliminary discussioen essential for establishfng such an

agreement with the evaluators will clarify for both of ‘you just

what needs to be done, and, will also avoid potential problems by
o

‘assigning responsibility for <carrying out. the activities Pf the

-

evaluation. : ,

7

I turn now to a discussion of what measure§//;;ght be
' /

{ . » - !
approprlate to evaluation of an entire writing program. - It is

’ »
< important that a variety of measuzes be employed, for this will
improve the validity of the evaluation greatly (by increasing the

chances of picking up any changes that wmight have ochrred).

{

To the éﬁ;ent possiplé, all evaluation measures planned should .
be pilot-tested, . either by you or by the evaluators. It is
.astonisping how many unanticipated. probleﬁs ‘can arise 1in an
evaluation; pilot-testing'makes'it possible .to forestall at ieast

some of them. It's useful to think of pilot-testing as a kind of

t .

" formative eﬁaluatiQn . .not of the instruction but of 1its
evaluation. ‘ This_suggests that a ,trial run 'df the proposed
~ \evaluation during a previous semester can serve two purposes: as

v

+ . a pilot-test of the proposed evaluation, and as formative
T ’ . | , -4 ‘ A '
evaluation of .the program. This is the most efficient way to
pilot-test. ' . c . e

; ] - )
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1. Evaluation of gtydept writipngs 1is, of iourse, thé most
impor?aﬁt single measure. Descriptive measures (such as an error
~count, a word count, or ~a't—unit count) might be used,; if
appropriite. Holistic or primary-trait scoring can provide a
measure of the overall gquality of student writings'. " & forced-
choice scbring.offers an easy way to compare writings, but is too
crude a measure to be very valuabile by itself. A combination of
different measures will probably be able to. provide more useful
results than any'sihgle measure coﬁld. A good source for
discu§§10n of the variaus' kinds .of measures available is:Charles l

§

Cooper and Lee Odell, Evalyating Writing (NCTE, 1i977).

-

2. Evaluation ofrgtudenf attitudes is especially impgrtant

when a new instryctional method'is being evaluated. It 1is

’ E B . - :
important to investigate both. students' attitudes toward their
. . 'y '

.instruction, and their attitudes toward themselves as writers.

You should try to avoid students' .becoming aware that they are in
a special or experimental program, for this is likely to affect

their performance as well as their attitudes.

V - .
Pre- and post-administrations of a standardized writing

apprehension test might be useful.

Questionnaires are the simplest way to. get. information, put
need to be used carefully.> The language should be checked-for
clarity and approﬁriateness. It mi&ﬁt be difficult’ to -obtain

. i. . !

~ L
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sufficient numbers Fof responses _for the results to be very
'iﬁfoimative. Different questions on the same sbbjecf offer.a way
to check the internal Eeliabiiit} of the responses, but there is

\ %always the problem gf' to what extent one ‘can trust students®
axpressions of their feelings. - Correlation of,students'-attitude
l respanses with more qb&ective measures__(likef theif‘-writing

eValuation scores) might provide an 1index of how reliable their -

responses are.
3 " ' ! \
Interviews can provide invaluable open-ended info#matiqn, but

'require skillful and objective interviewers (studehts must not be

[’

* threatened by interviews. with anyone involved 1in their
insttuction). It may be aifficult to get sultable intervicwbes,
with accurate and representative perceptions abdﬁt the program.

¢
Extreme care needs . to be used in attempting to generalize about

the information gained’ from interviews. a ,

+
.

Important info;maiion can be gained by observing students at
 work, but it is 1likely to be even more valuahle to use a
participant—observation study, eIn this, a trained evaluator both

observes studegts at work and participates in their work with

'S . K
" them. & participant-observer can provide sophisticated
A -
. information about both the work and the students’ experiences in

o \» i . o _' - . . . . ‘
~doing that work., -~ . - | - —_— -
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)

3. Teacher attjtudes should also be measured, particularly if

a reorgariization of pedagogy is.invplved. Questidonnaires and
L .

~interviews 'can be Supplemented By student evaluations and-

adminisrrative observations pr evaluvations (1f these.exist).

s

U4 The attitudes of adminstrators should also be considered.

It is important to be aware of what institutional demands (in
terms of costs, scheduling, facilities, etc.) a'program makes.

This 1s information that can probably be gained only by means of

L4

interviews.

d 'Y

5. An analysis of the transferability of the coupmse 1is also
often important. Can it he taught successfully by many different

teachers? Is a large amount -of training necessary? Comparing

attitudes of subpopulations of teachers is one good' way to gain

this kind of information; it may also be possible tOo break down

other"evaluation results among subpopulations (comparing the,

“

writing scores of one group of students to those of'another, for

example) .

4

: ( , . I .
6. Demographic information should not be overlooked. The

:traditienal demographic categories (age, gender, previous college

history, standardized test scores, etc.) may provide a clue to
- _ S

.differences in results. Pass rates 'and retention rates are not

-

usually thought of as demographic 1nformation, but 1key axe among

the most important pieces of information to have. They should be

‘ . . . . . . -- | N | . . l ) \.



used, however, only in the context of rates established over

several semesters; otherwise, there is the danger of érawing
seriously misleading conclusions. For examﬁle, low pass rates
may result not from an inferf%r “program, but from a certain
teacher's., well-established .grédiﬁg tendencies; or  spring
;semestefs may always' have lodef pass rates, than fall semesters;
etc. ' /, |
(
7; Finally, a ;gngl;ggiggi study of the effects of the
instruction over ° time should be carried out, if possible.
Although such a étudy takes lots of time andlmonéy,' it 1is the

only way to éetermine whether a writing -course has any effect

which is more than just temporary.
: SN

~

' '\

I hope that some of these suggestions will. be' able o help you

to make sure that evaludtions of your own courses and programs

give you information that is both accurate and helpful.
| \ - .

/
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